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DELIVERING MULTIMEDIA SERVICES

CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATIONS

This application is a continuation of prior application Ser.
No. 13/333,958, filed Dec. 21, 2011, which is a continuation
of application Ser. No. 12/901,194, now U.S. Pat. No. 8,103,
799, filed Feb. 3, 2011, which is a continuation of application
Ser. No. 12/413,446, now U.S. Pat. No. 7,873,749, filed Mar.
27, 2009, which is a continuation of application Ser. No.
11/735,925,now U.S. Pat. No. 7,529,856, filed Apr. 16, 2007,
which is a continuation of application Ser. No. 10/777,912,
now U.S. Pat. No. 7,225,275, filed Feb. 11, 2004, which is a
continuation of application Ser. No. 09/427,778, now U.S.
Pat. No. 6,732,179, filed Oct. 26, 1999, which is a continua-
tion-in-part of application Ser. No. 08/811,586, now U.S. Pat.
No. 6,370,571, filed on Mar. 5, 1997, and is related to appli-
cation Ser. No. 09/428,235, now U.S. Pat. No. 6,678,733,
filed Oct. 26, 1999, each of which is hereby incorporated by
reference herein.

TECHNICAL FIELD

This invention relates to the high-performance end-to-end
delivery of online multimedia services, including Internet
services such as World Wide Web (WWW) access. The inven-
tion combines a scalable, hierarchical, distributed network
architecture and processes for replicating, caching, and mul-
ticasting.

DESCRIPTION OF RELATED ART

Cable modems enable an end-user to make a high-band-
width connection to a network system. For example, using a
digital modulation technique called quadrature phase-shift
keying (QPSK), a downstream connection with a bandwidth
of'about 10 megabits per second may be made by occupying
a single 6 MHz channel out of the 750 MHz total coaxial
capacity typical in most modern cable television systems, and
an upstream connection with 768 kilobits per second may be
made by occupying 600 KHz of that capacity. The bandwidth
may be increased or decreased by occupying more or less
bandwidth as desired. Other modulation techniques are also
available, such as quadrature-carrier amplitude modulation
(QAM). The technology for such connections is available, for
example, from companies such as Motorola, the LanCity
division of Bay Networks, and Hewlett Packard. Unlike tele-
communications connections that use dedicated switched
lines, cable modem connections use a shared medium and so
can be continuously “on” without substantial waste of
resources.

Although cable modems provide a practical high-speed
connection from the end-user to the network, nevertheless,
such a high-speed connection is not enough by itselfto deliver
high-performance online services, especially with regards to
Internet services, such as World Wide Web (WWW) access.
In order to deliver high-performance end-to-end Internet ser-
vice, solutions are needed to the problems of redundant data
traffic, unreliable network performance, and scalability.

The Internet is a publicly accessible internetwork of net-
works. Internet Service Providers (ISPs) provide Internet
access to businesses and consumers via points of presence
(POPs) that are connected to network access points (NAPs)
which are entry points to the Internet.

One of the Internet’s architectural weaknesses, and the
cause of many of its current performance issues, is its highly
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redundant data traffic. For example, when an end-user down-
loads a video clip from the popular CNN (Cable News Net-
work) Web site, data packets containing bits of the video clip
are “pulled” all the way across the Internet: from the CNN
WWW server, to CNN’s ISP (ISP), through potentially sev-
eral paths across the Internet including multiple interchanges
on the Internet backbone, to the end-user’s ISP, and finally to
the end-user’s computer system. If the end-user’s next-door
neighbor soon thereafter requests the very same video clip
from the CNN Web site, she also pulls the bits of the clip all
the way across the Internet. The result is that many ofthe same
bits are moved over and over again over the same communi-
cation paths going to CNN’s ISP, across the Internet, and to
the end-user’s ISP.

Another weakness of the Internet is its unreliable perfor-
mance. The Internet performs in an intermittent or otherwise
unreliable manner due in part to traffic bottlenecks which
constrict the flow of data in the system. Unfortunately, there is
no coherent scheme to deal with such bottlenecks because of
the decentralized nature of the management of the Internet.

Yet another weakness of the Internet is its lack of security.
This lack of security is particularly significant because it
tends to inhibit electronic transactions and is in part due to the
public nature of the Internet.

In order to provide for future growth for a network, it is
important that the network architecture and operation be scal-
able to larger size and/or higher speeds. If the architecture is
not readily scalable to a larger size, network performance will
suffer when the network is expanded. If the network is not
readily scalable to higher speeds, performance will suffer
when network traffic increases.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

The present invention relates to a system and method for
delivering high-performance online multimedia services,
including Internet services such as WWW access, that satis-
fies the above-described needs. The system and method com-
bine a scalable, hierarchical, distributed network architecture
and processes for replicating and caching frequently-ac-
cessed multimedia content within the network, and multicast-
ing content customized per region or locality.

The digital network architecture couples a high-speed
backbone to multiple network access points (NAPs) of the
Internet, to a network operation center, to a back office sys-
tem, and to multiple regional data centers. Each regional data
center couples to several modified head-ends, which in turn
couple via fiber optics to many neighborhood optoelectronic
nodes. Finally, each node couples via coaxial cable and cable
modems to multiple end-user systems. The architecture sepa-
rates the public Internet from a private network with enhanced
security to facilitate electronic transactions.

The backbone provides a transport mechanism that can be
readily scaled to higher speeds. The backbone also enables
bandwidth to the Internet to be increased, without reconfig-
uring the network structure, either by increasing the speed of
the existing couplings at the NAPs or by adding a new cou-
pling to a NAP. Finally, the backbone allows service to be
extended to a new area, again without reconfiguring the net-
work structure, by simply coupling a new regional data center
(RDC) to the backbone.

The network operation center (NOC) is a centralized con-
trol center which efficiently coordinates the management of
the privately controlled network. The network management
system (NMS) server at the NOC coordinates NMS clients at
the RDCs. The management of the private network enables
the optimization of performance. The hierarchical nature of
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the management allows consistent system configuration and
management which results in a high level of overall network
security and reliability.

Certain frequently-accessed information or content is
cached within and replicated amongst the RDCs. This
reduces traffic redundancy since an end-user’s request for
data that has been so replicated or cached may be fulfilled by
the “nearest” (most closely coupled) RDC. In addition, the
RDCs are able to multicast content that has been customized
for the region to end-users in the region. This further reduces
redundant traffic. Finally, the RDCs contain NMS clients that
monitor and proactively manage network performance in the
region so that traffic bottlenecks may be identified and over-
come. The NMS detects and figures out the locations of the
faults throughout the network, correlates failures, and can
report faults to the appropriate repair entities, create trouble
tickets, and dispatch repair crews.

Frequently-accessed content is also cached within the
modified head-ends. This further reduces redundant traffic
because an end-user’s request for content that has been so
cached may be fulfilled by the “nearest” modified head-end.

Finally, the hierarchical nature of the private network
architecture enables multicast data to be efficiently custom-
ized for each region receiving the multicast.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 is a diagram of a scalable, hierarchical, distributed
network architecture for delivering high-performance online
multimedia services constructed according to a preferred
embodiment of the present invention.

FIG. 2 is a diagram of a private backbone and connecting
routers in a preferred embodiment of the present invention.

FIG. 3 is a diagram of a regional data center in a preferred
embodiment of the present invention.

FIG. 4 is a diagram of a modified head-end in a preferred
embodiment of the present invention.

FIG. 51s adiagram of a regional computer within a regional
data center in a preferred embodiment of the present inven-
tion.

FIG. 6 is a diagram of a caching computer within the
modified head-end in a preferred embodiment of the present
invention.

FIG. 7 is a diagram of a network operations center in a
preferred embodiment of the present invention.

FIG. 8 is a diagram of a central computer within a network
operations center in a preferred embodiment of the present
invention.

FIG. 9 is a diagram of a back office system in a preferred
embodiment of the present invention.

FIG. 10 is a diagram of a back office computer within a
back office system in a preferred embodiment of the present
invention.

FIG. 11 is a flow diagram of a preferred method for pro-
viding data requested by a user to their system 124.

FIG. 12 is a flow diagram of a preferred method of repli-
cating data from a content provider.

FIG. 13 is a flow diagram of a preferred method of multi-
casting content that is customized to region or locality.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED
EMBODIMENTS

The preferred embodiments of the present invention are
now described with reference to the figures.

FIG. 1 is a diagram of a scalable, hierarchical, distributed
network architecture for delivering high-performance online
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4

multimedia services constructed according to a preferred
embodiment of this invention. In the architecture of the
present invention, the distributed public Internet (top portion)
170 is separated from a hierarchical private network (bottom
portion) 180 under private control.

A high-speed, private backbone 102 is connected via rout-
ers (R) 104 to network access points (NAPs) 106 of the
Internet. In a preferred embodiment of the present invention,
the private backbone 102 runs asynchronous transfer mode
(ATM) service over bandwidth leased from commercial pro-
viders such as MCI Communications, AT&T, or Sprint. ATM
is a high-speed, cell-based service which allows different
types of traffic to be supported at different levels of service.
The routers 104 are internet protocol (IP) routers such as
those commercially developed by Cisco Systems.

The NAPs 106 are access points into the Internet to which
a number of routers can be connected. NAPs 106 are located,
for example, in San Francisco, Chicago, and Washington,
D.C. A typical NAP 106 is a fiber distributed data interface
(FDDI) ring which connects to one or more tier 1 (national)
backbones 108 of the Internet, such as the commercially
operated backbones of Advanced Network & Services
(ANS), MCI Communications, or Sprint. FDDI is a high-
speed Token Ring network designed specifically to use opti-
cal fibers as connecting media.

Each of these tier 1 backbones 108 connects to one or more
tier 2 (regional) networks 110, which in turn connects to one
or more tier 3 (local) networks 112. Finally, each tier 3 net-
work 112 connects to one or more local area networks
(LANs) 114. A LAN 114 may include various servers, such
as, for example, the World Wide Web server which provides
the popular ESPN SportZone web site for sports information.
There may also be private peering between networks in the
same tier. For example, a tier 1 network 108 may have a
connection to another tier 1 network.

Note that in FIG. 1 the networks above the NAPs 106 (i.e.
the tier 1 backbones 108, the tier 2 networks 110, the tier 3
networks 112, and the LANs 114) are part of the publicly
accessible Internet 170. Thus, for example, information made
available on their WWW servers (http servers) may be
accessed by client computer systems (http clients) connected
to the Internet. Of course, F1G. 1 shows only a simplification
of the complexity of the Internet 170. For example, a tier 1
network 108 may connect to various dial-up providers to
which end-users may connect via modems.

The private backbone 102 is also connected via routers 116
to one or more regional servers 302 (see FIG. 3) at regional
data centers (RDCs) 118. Each of the RDCs 118 is connected
to one or more local servers 402 (see FIG. 4) at modified
head-ends 120 within a hybrid fiber-coax (HFC) distribution
system. Each of the local servers 402 at the modified head-
ends 120 is connected (via fiber optics) to many neighbor-
hood optoelectronic (0/E) nodes 122 within the HFC distri-
bution system. There are typically over a hundred nodes 122
connected to each modified head-end 120, even though FIG.
1 shows only a few for convenience and ease of understand-
ing. Finally, the nodes 122 are connected (via coaxial cable
and cable modems) to many end-user systems 124 located
typically within people’s homes or offices. There are typically
over a hundred end-user systems 124 connected to each node
122, even though FIG. 1 shows only a few for convenience
and ease of understanding.

In addition, at least one of the routers 116 connects private
backbone 102 to a network operations center (NOC) 126 and
aback office system (BOS) 128. The NOC 126 is the central-
ized control center which efficiently coordinates the manage-
ment of the private network 180. The BOS 128 includes
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software for subscriber management and billing. The NOC
126 and the BOS 128 are also connected together so that they
can communicate with each other without going through the
router 116.

Furthermore, the private backbone 102 connects via an
additional router 130 to a particular LAN 114 in order to give
the network 180 more direct access to content on that particu-
lar LAN 114. The particular LAN 114, for example, may be
one which houses a server for a frequently accessed commer-
cial WWW site such as the ESPN SportsZone site. In such a
case, data from that LAN 114 may travel towards an end-user
124 either via the Internet 170 (for example, on a path through
tier3 112, tier 2, 110, tier 1 108, NAP 106, and router 104) or
via the short-cut through the additional router 130 which
bypasses the Internet 170.

Finally, the private backbone 102 may peer with another
private network, such as a tier 1 network 108. This private
peering is implemented via a connection between the two
networks. Peering generally involves a coupling between two
networks on the same hierarchical level.

Note that in FIG. 1 the networked objects below the NAPs
106 (i.e. the private backbone 102, the routers 104, 116, and
130, the RDCs 118, the modified head-ends 120, the nodes
122, the end-user systems 124, the NOC 126, and the BOS
128) are part of a private network 180 under private control.

FIG. 2 is a diagram of the private backbone 102 and con-
necting routers 104 116, and 130 in a preferred embodiment
of this invention. In this embodiment, the private backbone
102 is based on an interconnected network of switches 202
capable of supporting Asynchronous Transfer Mode (ATM)
service.

The ATM service is a high-speed, cell-based, switching
technique which provides bandwidth on-demand. This capa-
bility of the ATM service to provide bandwidth on-demand
allows each type of traffic to be supported at an appropriate
level of service, and thus makes possible the integration of
voice, video, and data traffic into one network. The physical
layer under the ATM service (i.e. the connections between the
ATM switches 202) is typically provided by Synchronous
Optical Network/Synchronous Digital Hierarchy (SONET/
SDH) technology. Widely supported speeds of SONET/SDH
currently include 155 Mbps, 622 Mbps, and 2.488 Gbps.

The switches 202 connect via routers 104 to the NAPs 106.
Routers 104 are currently comprised of a commercially avail-
able Internet Protocol (IP) router and an interface board to
interface between the ATM service and the IP layer. For
example, the IP router may be Cisco Systems’ model 7505
router, and the interface board may be an “AIP” board that
connects to the IP router. In effect, the AIP board couples the
backbone 102 to the IP router. Such a configuration is avail-
able from Cisco Systems, San Jose, Calif.

The switches 202 also connect via routers 116 to the high-
availability (H/A) regional servers 302 (see FIG. 3) at the
RDCs 118. These routers 116 also comprise an Internet Pro-
tocol (IP) router, such as the Cisco 7505 router, and an inter-
face board, such as the AIP board. In addition to connecting to
the RDCs 118, at least one of these routers 116 also connects
to the NOC 126 and the BOS 128 in order to provide a
communications channel for network management.

Finally, the switches 202 may connect via routers 130
directly to particular LANs 114 in order to give end-user
systems 124 more direct access to content on those particular
LANs 114. These routers 130 comprise an IP router, such as
Cisco System’s 7200 router, and an interface board, such as
the AIP board.

FIG. 3 is a diagram of a regional data center (RDC) 118 in
a preferred embodiment of this invention. The RDC 118
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includes a H/A regional server 302, a terminal server 308, a
high-speed switch 310, and various blocks 304.

The regional server 302 may include a cluster of computers
for high availability and performance. In this embodiment,
the regional server 302 comprises two regional computers
304 which are both able to access a regional disk array 306 via
a regional array controller 305. The regional computers 304
may be, for example, based on servers commercially avail-
able from Sun Microsystems, and the high-speed connections
may be, for example, connections based on the Fiber Channel
Standard. The regional computers 304 and the regional disk
array 306 may be configured such that they provide high
availability to one of the various RAID levels. In RAID (Re-
dundant Array of Independent Disks) Level 1, redundancy is
provided by mirroring data from one drive to another. In
RAID Level 5, data is stored across multiple drives, parity is
generated, and parity is distributed across the drives in the
array 306. RAID Levels are well known in the computer
industry.

The two regional computers 304 each have a connection
320 to the terminal server (TS) 308. The terminal server 308
connects via a modem to the public switched telephone net-
work (PSTN) to provide an alternative backup communica-
tion and control channel between the RDC 118 and the NOC
126. A terminal server is generally a computer capable of
either input or output to a communication channel. Here, the
terminal server 308 is capable of both receiving input from
and sending output to the PSTN.

The regional computers 304 also each have a connection
322 to the high-speed switch 310. These connections 322 may
be made, for example, using 100 BaseT Ethernet (which is
well known in the industry and can transfer data at 100 Mbps),
and the high-speed switch 310 may be capable of switching
data at gigabit per second speed.

The high-speed switch 310 has a connection via one of the
routers 116 to one of the ATM switches 202 of the private
backbone 102. The high-speed switch 310 also has one or
more connections via blocks 314 to modified head-ends 120
orto aregional network 119 (which in turn connects to several
modified head-ends 120). Each block 314 may comprise
either an ATM switch, a router, or a point-to-point connection,
as appropriate, depending on the system to which the high-
speed switch 310 is connecting. The blocks 314 may also
have connections to the terminal server 308 as shown by line
324.

FIG. 4 is a diagram of a modified head-end 120 in a pre-
ferred embodiment of this invention. The modified head-end
120 includes a caching server 402, a switch 404, many head-
end modems 406 and multiplexers 407, a router 408, a termi-
nal server (TS) 410, a monitor device 412, and analog head-
end equipment 414.

In this embodiment, the caching server 402 comprises two
interconnected caching computers 403 which may be, for
example, based on computers commercially available from
Silicon Graphics Inc. of Mountain View, Calif. Two caching
computers 403 are used to provide more efficient and robust
caching service. For example, the cache may be partitioned
between the two computers 403 by having data with URLs of
an odd number of characters being cached at one computer
403 and data with URLs of an even number of characters
being cached at the other computer 403. Moreover, if one
computer 403 goes down, then requests may be sent (by a Java
script loaded into the browser) to the other computer 403.
Thus, caching would continue even when one of the two
computers 403 are down.

The switch 404 may be, for example, a full duplex fast
ethernet switch. A full duplex fast ethernet switch 404 can
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support data flowing in both directions at the same time (for
example, between the caching server 402 and the head-end
modems 406). The connections between the caching server
402 and the switch 404 may be made, for example, using 100
BaseT Ethernet.

The head-end modem 406 modulates analog carrier signals
using the digital data received from the switch 404 and sends
the modulated analog signals to the multiplexer 407. The
multiplexer 407 sends the modulated analog signals, along
with TV signals received from the analog HE equipment,
downstream to a node 122 of the distribution network.

Conversely, the multiplexer 407 receives an upstream
modulated analog signal from the node 122 and sends the
upstream signal to the modem 406. The modem 406 demodu-
lates the modulated analog signals received from the multi-
plexer 407 to retrieve digital data that is then communicated
to the switch 404.

There is need for typically over a hundred such head-end
modems 406, one for each of the over a hundred nodes 122
typically supported by the modified head-end 120. Such a
head-end modem 406 may be implemented, for example,
with the LANCcity head-end modem from the LANcity divi-
sion of Bay Networks. The LANcity division is located in
Andover, Mass. Alternatively, communication with the end-
user system 124 may be asymmetric in that the return path
from the end-user system 124 may be via the public switched
telephone network (PSTN) or some other communication
channel.

The router 408 connects to the switch 404 and to an RDC
118 or a regional network 119 (which in turn connects to an
RDC118). The router 408 may be implemented, for example,
using the 7505 router from Cisco Systems, and the connection
between the router 408 and the fast switch 404 may be imple-
mented, for example, using 100 BaseT Ethernet.

The terminal server (TS) 410 is connected to the caching
server 402, the switch 404, the router 408, and the PSTN. The
terminal server 410 provides, via the PSTN, an alternative
backup communication and control channel between the
modified head-end 120 and the RDC 118 or the NOC 126.

The monitor device 412 is a “synthetic load” saddled onto
the digital network 180 via the router 408. The monitor 412
monitors the analog cable television distribution system via
analog head-end equipment 414. The analog head-end equip-
ment 414 typically receives local television (TV) signals via
a terrestrial microwave dish or a satellite dish. These TV
signals are fed into the multiplexers 407 and sent, along with
the modulated analog signals from the cable modems 406, to
nodes 122 of the distribution network. By communicating
with the monitor 412, the NOC 126 of the digital network 180
is able to access the analog network management gear by
“remote control.”

FIG. 5 is a diagram of a regional computer 304 within the
RDC 118 in a preferred embodiment of this invention. The
regional computer 304 includes hardware devices 502 and
software devices in a memory module 504 connected by a bus
system 506.

The hardware devices 502 include a central processing unit
(CPU) 508, for example, an Intel 80x86, Motorola PowerPC,
or Sun SPARC processor, communicating with various input/
output (I/O) devices, such as a switch [/O 510 that connects to
the high-speed switch 310, a disk /O 512 that connects to the
regional array controller 305, and a terminal server (TS) /O
514 that connects to the terminal server 308. The CPU 508
and the various /O devices each connect to the bus system
506 and communicate thereby.

The software devices in the memory module 504 include
an operating system (OS) 516, for example, Windows NT or
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a flavor of UNIX, communicating with a regional distributed
database management system (DDBMS) module 518, a
regional network management system (NMS) agent 520, and
various other software devices, such as a regional nameserver
522, a regional web server 524, a regional mail server 526, a
regional news server 528, a regional subscription server 530,
and a regional public key server 532.

The regional DDBMS software 518 handles back-end
database functions, such as queries and transactions, for data-
bases stored in the regional disk array 306. The regional
DDBMS software 518 also handles front-end database func-
tions, such as replication of certain data and multimedia con-
tent amongst the plurality of RDCs 118. In handling the
front-end functions, the regional DDBMS software 518 com-
municates with the regional DDBMS software 518 in the
other RDCs 118 and with the central DDBMS software 818 in
the NOC 126. The regional DDBMS software 518 may be
implemented, for example, using software from Oracle Cor-
poration in Redwood Shores, Calif.

The regional NMS agent 520 monitors and proactively
manages the part of the network under its regional data center
(RDC) 118 and communicates the status of the region to a
central NMS station 820 in the network operations center
(NOC) 126. This hierarchical management of the network
saves valuable bandwidth resources between the RDCs 118
and the NOC 126 and allows regional network faults to be
more quickly repaired or circumvented. The regional NMS
agent 520 may be implemented, for example, using NetEx-
pert software from Objective Systems Integrators in Folsom,
Calif.

The various other software devices perform various addi-
tional functions and services. For example, the regional
nameserver 522 receives requests for [P addresses associated
with domain names. For example, if the particular domain
name is contained in the database of domain names stored at
the regional server 302, then the regional nameserver 522 will
return the associated IP address back to the end-user system
124 which made the request. The database of domain names
(and corresponding IP addresses) is updated via replication
from the central server 703 and amongst the regional servers
302.

The regional web (http) server 524 serves multimedia con-
tent from the regional server 302 to end-user systems 124.
The multimedia content is served in the form of html, vrml,
image, audio, and video files, or may be in other forms. These
files may be updated via replication from the central server
703 and amongst the regional servers 302. The regional web
server 524 may be, for example, based on the Netscape Enter-
prise Server from Netscape Communications in Mountain
View, Calif.

The regional web server 524 may also multicast select
multimedia content, such as audio or video from live events,
to select groups of the end-user systems 124. The multicast-
ing may be performed using multicast IP which utilizes the
user datagram protocol (UDP) to send IP packets selectively
to multiple nodes in a logical group. Only one copy of the
multimedia content being multicast will pass over any net-
work link, allowing more efficient use of the available band-
width between the RDCs 118 and the end-user systems 124.

The regional web server 524 may also serve requests origi-
nating from the public Internet 170. For example, a personal
web page may be uploaded from the end-user system 124 to
the RDC 118 and stored in a directory in the regional disk
array 306. By configuring the regional web server 524, such a
page may be made available to the Internet 170.

FIG. 6 is a diagram of a caching computer 403 within the
modified head-end 120 in a preferred embodiment of this
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invention. The caching computer 403 includes hardware
devices 602 and software devices in a memory module 604
connected by a bus system 606.

The hardware devices 602 include a central processing unit
(CPU) 608, for example, an Intel 80x86, Motorola PowerPC,
or Sun SPARC processor, communicating with various input/
output (I/O) devices, such as: (1) an inter-server I/O 610 that
connects to another caching computer 403, (2) a switch [/O
612 that connects to the switch 404, (3) a terminal server (TS)
1/0 614 that connects to the terminal server 410 in the modi-
fied head-end 120, (4) a cache storage device 616; and (5) a
log storage device 618. The CPU 608 and the various /O
devices each connect to the bus system 606 and communicate
thereby.

The software devices in the memory module 604 include
an operating system 620, for example, Windows NT or a
flavor of UNIX, communicating with a proxy server 621
which comprises a caching module 622 and a logging module
624. The proxy server 621 receives requests from end-user
systems 124 for multimedia content. The multimedia content
requested is in the form of html, vrml, image, audio, and video
files, or may be in other forms.

If the requested file is contained in the cache storage 616,
then the proxy server 621 sends the file from the cache storage
616 to the requesting end-user system 124. The caching mod-
ule 622 stores recently-served files in the cache storage 616.
Files in the cache storage 616 are typically stored using a
least-recently used (LRU) policy. LRU policy caches are well
known in the pertinent art.

If the requested file is not contained in the cache storage
616, then the proxy server 621 sends out a request for the file
via the router 408. When the requested file is received back at
the proxy server 621, then the proxy server 621 forwards the
file to the end-user system 124.

The preceding discussion describes a single level of proxy.
Multiple levels of proxy are also possible. The second level of
proxy would be, for example, at the RDC 118 level. The
operation of such a system with two levels of proxy is illus-
trated and described below in conjunction with FIG. 11.

The logging module 624 stores transaction information in
an access log file and an error log file stored in the log storage
618. The access log file includes information such as the
hostname or IP address of the requester, the file requested,
and the time ofthe request. The error log file contains a record
of problems encountered by the proxy server 621.

FIG. 7 is a diagram of a network operations center (NOC)
126 in a preferred embodiment of this invention. The NOC
126 includes a local area network (LAN) 702 connecting
together a central server 703 and a terminal server 710. The
LAN 702 also connects to the router 116 between the back-
bone 102 and the RDC 118 and to the back office system 128.

The central server 703 may be implemented as a high-
availability server. An example of such a high-availability
central server 703 is shown in FIG. 7, including two central
computers 704 connected by array controllers 706 to a central
disk array 708.

The terminal server 710 connects to the public switched
telephone network (PSTN) and provides an alternate backup
means by which to communicate from the NOC 126 to the
RDCs 118 and the modified head-ends 120.

FIG. 8 is a diagram of a central computer 704 within a
network operations center 126 in a preferred embodiment of
this invention. The central computer 704 includes hardware
devices 802 and software devices in a memory module 804
connected by a bus system 806.

The hardware devices 802 include a central processing unit
(CPU) 808, for example, an Intel 80x86, Motorola PowerPC,
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or Sun SPARC processor, communicating with various input/
output (I/O) devices, such as a network /O 810 that connects
to the LAN 702 and a disk 1/O 812 that connects to the array
controller 706. The CPU 808 and the various I/O devices each
connect to the bus system 806 and communicate thereby.

The software devices in the memory module 804 include
an operating system (OS) 816, for example, Windows NT or
a flavor of UNIX, communicating with a central distributed
database management system (DDBMS) module 818, a cen-
tral network management system (NMS) station 820, and
various other software devices, including a central
nameserver 822, a central web server 824, a central mail
server 826, a central news server 828, and a central public key
server 830.

The central DDBMS software 818 handles back-end data-
base functions for databases stored in the central disk array
708 and front-end database functions, such as replication of
certain data and multimedia content between the NOC 126
and the RDCs 118. In handling the front-end functions, the
central DDBMS software 818 communicates with the
regional DDBMS software 518. The central DDBMS soft-
ware 818 may be implemented, for example, using software
from Oracle Corporation.

The central NMS station 820 communicates with and coor-
dinates the regional NMS agents 518. The central NMS sta-
tion 820 provides a “mission control” station for managing
the private network 180. The central NMS station 820 may be
implemented, for example, using NetExpert software from
Objective Systems Integrators.

The various other software devices perform various addi-
tional functions and services. For example, the central
nameserver 822 communicates with the regional nameserv-
ers to update the database of domain names stored at the
RDCs 118.

FIG. 9 is a diagram of a back office system (BOS) 128 in a
preferred embodiment of this invention. The BOS 128
includes a local area network (LAN) 902 connecting together
a back office server 903 and a terminal server 910. The LAN
902 also connects to the router 116 between the backbone 102
and the RDC 118 and to the NOC 126.

The back office server 903 may be implemented as a high-
availability server. An example of such a high-availability
back office server 903 is shown in FIG. 9, including two back
office computers 904 connected by array controllers 906 to a
back office disk array 908.

The terminal server 910 connects to the public switched
telephone network (PSTN) and provides an alternate backup
means by which to communicate from the BOS 128 to the
RDCs 118 and the modified head-ends 120.

FIG. 10 is a diagram of a back office computer 904 within
aback office system (BOS) 128 in a preferred embodiment of
this invention. The back office computer 904 includes hard-
ware devices 1002 and software devices in a memory module
1004 connected by a bus system 1006.

The hardware devices 1002 include a central processing
unit (CPU) 808, for example, an Intel 80x86, Motorola Pow-
erPC, or Sun SPARC processor, communicating with various
input/output (I/O) devices, such as: (1) a network I/O 1010
that connects to the BOS LAN 902 and (2) an office disk I/O
1012 that connects to the array controller 906. The CPU 1008
and the various /O devices each connect to the bus system
1006 and communicate thereby.

The software devices in the memory module 1004 include
an operating system (OS) 1016, for example, Windows NT or
a flavor of UNIX, communicating with a usage data analyzer
1018 and various other software devices, such as an office
subscription server 1020.
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The usage data analyzer 1018 communicates with the log-
ging modules 624 in the modified head-ends 120. The usage
data analyzer 1018 statistically analyzes the data in the access
and error logs kept by the logging modules 624 in the log
storages 618. Statistics analyzed include, but go well beyond,
how many times a web page (an html file) was “hit” (ac-
cessed), when those hits occurred, and from what domains
those hits came. Although in this embodiment the usage data
analyzer 1018 is implemented in the BOS 128, it may also be
implemented in the NOC 126.

The various other software devices perform various addi-
tional functions and services. For example, the office sub-
scription server 1022 communicates with and updates the
regional subscription servers 530 which keep track of ser-
vices subscribed to by the end-user systems 124. Although
implemented in the BOS 128, the office subscription server
1022 may also be implemented in the NOC 126.

FIG. 11 is a flow diagram of a preferred method for pro-
viding data requested by a user to their system 124. The flow
diagram illustrates the operation of a system with two levels
of'caching (a first level at the modified head-end 120 level and
a second level at the RDC 118 level).

The process in FIG. 11 begins when an end-user system
124 requests 1102 content from a remote LAN source 114.
This remote LAN source 114 may be, for example, the CNN
WWW server, and the content may be a multimedia Web page
from the CNN Web site. The following discussion will be in
the context of multimedia content from CNN, but it applies to
any data transfer across the Internet into a private network.

The caching server 402 at the “nearest” (i.e. most closely
coupled) modified head-end 120 receives the request and
determines 1104 whether or not the content requested is
stored in its cache storage 616. If the content is stored in the
cache 616, then the caching server 402 sends 1106 the content
to the requesting end-user system 124. This first level of
caching at the head-ends 120 more efficiently fulfills multiple
requests for the same content by systems 124 served by the
same head-end 120 because the often slow and unreliable
Internet is bypassed for all but the first request from the
locality served by the head-end 120.

Otherwise, the caching server 402 forwards the request to
the regional server 302 at the “nearest” (i.e., most directly
connected) regional data center 118. The regional server 302
determines 1108 whether the content is stored in its disk array
306. If the content is stored in the disk array 306, then the
regional server 302 sends 1110 the content to the caching
server 402 at the modified head-end 120 nearest to the end-
user system 124. That nearest caching server 402 then stores
1112 the content in its cache 616, and sends 1106 the content
to the requesting end-user 124. This second level of caching at
the RDCs 118 more efficiently fulfills multiple requests for
the same content by systems 124 served by the same RDC 118
because the often slow and unreliable Internet is bypassed for
all but the first request from the region served by the RDC
118.

Otherwise, if the content is not stored in the disk array 306,
then the regional server 302 determines 1114 whether the
backbone 102 or a RDC 118 has a direct connection via a
router 130 to the remote LAN source 114. If such a direct
connection exists, then the regional server 302 retrieves 1116
via the direct connection the content from the remote source
114 and stores 1118 the content in its disk array 306. The
regional server 302 may then send 1110 the content to the
caching server 402 nearest the requesting end-user system
124. The caching server 402 then stores 1112 the content in its
cache storage 616 and sends 1106 the content to the request-
ing end-user system 124. This direct retrieval of the content
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via the router 130 more efficiently fulfills requests for content
because the often unreliable and slow Internet is always
bypassed.

Otherwise, if a direct connection to the remote LAN source
114 does not exist, then the regional server 302 retrieves 1122
the content from the remote source 114 via the backbone 102,
the NAPs 106, and the Internet 170. The regional server 302
may then send 1110 the content to the caching server 402
nearest the requesting end-user system 124. The caching
server 402 then stores 1112 the content in its cache storage
616 and sends 1106 the content to the requesting end-user
system 124.

FIG. 12 is a flow diagram of a preferred method 1200 of
replicating data from a content provider. Replication 1206 is
used to efficiently and rapidly disseminate select content
across the private network 180 to substantially decrease the
latency experienced by the users of the end-users systems
124.

The process 1200 in FIG. 12 begins when a content pro-
vider creates 1202 new or updated content to provide to the
end-user systems 124 of the private network 180. The content
may be located on a LAN 114 of the content provider. For
example, the content provider may be CNN and the content a
headline story including text, an image, and video footage on
the verdict in the O.J. Simpson trial. Again, the following
discussion will be in the context of multimedia content from
CNN, but it applies to any data transfer across the Internet to
a private network.

The content is then retrieved 1204 from the content pro-
vider to a regional server 302. The retrieval 1204 may occur,
for example, via the Internet 170 or a more direct connection
(such as through a router 130).

Next, the content is replicated 1206 from the regional
server 302 to other regional servers 302 in the private network
180. The replication is accomplished by the regional DDBMS
software 518 in the regional computers 304. The content may
be fully or partially replicated amongst the regional servers
302. In full replication, a full copy of the content would be
kept at every regional server 302. In partial replication, either
the copies replicated are not full (i.e. only a partial fragment
of'the full copy is replicated), or the copies are not distributed
to every regional server 302. In our example, the headline
story might be broken down into a text fragment, an image
fragment, and a video fragment, and perhaps only the text and
image fragments would be replicated amongst all the regional
servers 302.

After replication 1206, the content is served 1208 to fulfill
requests from the end-user systems 124, for example, by the
process 1100 shown in FIG. 11. In this way, replication 1206
may be combined with caching to decrease the latency expe-
rienced by end-users of the network architecture 100.

FIG. 13 is a flow diagram of a preferred method 1300 of
multicasting content that is customized to region or locality.
Multicasting involves one-to-many broadcasting. [P multi-
casting permits one or a few sources to broadcast data to
multiple receivers in a logical group.

Referring back to FIG. 1, the hierarchical nature of the
private network 180 allows for multicasting in the network
180 to be customized by region (e.g., area covered by an RDC
118) or locality (e.g., area covered by a modified head-end
120) in an organized and efficient manner. For example,
regional or local weather information may be efficiently mul-
ticast in this manner. End-user systems 124 in different
regions or localities may “tune into” the same IP multicast
address and obtain data which is customized to a particular
region or locality.
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The process 1300 in FIG. 13 begins by assigning 1302 the
content to be multicast to an IP multicast destination address.
Under currently used protocols, such addresses are generally
“class D” IP addresses, i.e. their first 4 bits are set to 1110.

Next, the content is customized 1302 into a version to suit
a region or locality. For example, if the content was today’s
weather forecast, the forecast may be customized for the
region of the San Francisco Bay Area or for the locality of the
city of Palo Alto.

The customized content is multicast 1304 from a server in
each region or locality to end-user systems 124 within the
region or locality. For example, the San Francisco Bay Area
weather forecast may be multicast by the RDC 118 serving
the Bay Area to systems 124 in the Bay Area that are “tuned
into” the multicast, or the Palo Alto weather forecast may be
multicast by a modified head-end 120 serving part of Palo
Alto to systems 124 in Palo Alto that are “tuned into” the
multicast.

The above description is included to illustrate the operation
of the preferred embodiments and is not meant to limit the
scope of the invention. The scope of the invention is to be
limited only by the following claims. From the above discus-
sion, many variations will be apparent to one skilled in the art
that would yet be encompasses by the spirit and scope of the
invention. For example, an optoelectronic node 122 in the
HFC distribution system may be replaced by a router that
connects to an ethernet hub of a LAN that covers an apartment
building (multiple dwelling unit). As another example, the
distribution infrastructure between the modified head-ends
120 and the end-user systems 124 may be implemented via
xDSL (Asymmetrical Digital Subscriber Line, High bit-rate
Digital Subscriber Line, or Symmetric Digital Subscriber
Line) rather than a HFC distribution system. Furthermore, the
connections and couplings described in the above specifica-
tion need not be direct; rather, the connections and couplings
may occur through various intermediate devices.

I claim:

1. A system for delivery of multimedia services compris-
ing:

at least two regional servers, each coupled to a high-speed

network backbone carrying content, a first regional
server configured to customize content received from a
content provider to form a first version of multicast
content, a second regional server configured to custom-
ize content received from the content provider to form a
second version of multicast content, and the first and
second regional servers configured to provide a second
level of caching for the content received from the content
provider; and

a plurality of caching servers, including a first caching

server coupled to the first regional server and a second
caching server coupled to the second regional server,
each caching server configured to receive and cache the
customized multicast content received from the coupled
regional server responsive to receiving a request from an
end-user system for the customized multicast content,
and to provide the customized multicast content formed
by the coupled regional server to the requesting end-user
system.

2. The system of claim 1, wherein at least one of the
regional servers comprises a cluster of highly-available serv-
ers.

3. The system of claim 1, wherein the content received
from the content provider comprises video content.

4. The system of claim 1, wherein the multicast content
comprises multimedia content.
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5. The system of claim 1, wherein the high-speed network
backbone is coupled to the Internet.

6. The system of claim 1, wherein the customized multicast
content is provided to the end-user system responsive to
determining that the end-user system is subscribed to the
customized multicast content.

7. The system of claim 1, wherein the customized multicast
content is not cached on the caching server providing the
customized multicast content to the end-user system prior to
receiving the request from the end-user system.

8. A method for delivery of multimedia services compris-
ing:

providing at least two regional servers, each coupled to a
high-speed network backbone carrying content, a first
regional server configured to customize content received
from a content provider to form a first version of multi-
cast content, a second regional server configured to cus-
tomize content received from the content provider to
form a second version of multicast content, and the first
and second regional servers configured to provide a sec-
ond level of caching for the content received from the
content provider; and

providing a plurality of caching servers, including a first
caching server coupled to the first regional server and a
second caching server coupled to the second regional
server, each caching server configured to receive and
cache the customized multicast content received from
the coupled regional server responsive to receiving a
request from an end-user system for the customized
multicast content, and to provide the customized multi-
cast content formed by the coupled regional server to the
requesting end-user system.

9. The method of claim 8, wherein at least one of the
regional servers comprises a cluster of highly-available serv-
ers.

10. The method of claim 8, wherein the content received
from the content provider comprises video content.

11. The method of claim 8, wherein the multicast content
comprises multimedia content.

12. The method of claim 8, wherein the high-speed net-
work backbone is coupled to the Internet.

13. The method of claim 8, wherein the customized mul-
ticast content is provided to the end-user system responsive to
determining that the end-user system is subscribed to the
customized multicast content.

14. The method of claim 8, wherein the customized mul-
ticast content is not cached on the caching server providing
the customized content to the end-user system prior to receiv-
ing the request from the end-user system.

15. A system for delivery of multimedia services compris-
ing:

a first regional server coupled to a high-speed network

backbone, the first regional server configured to custom-
ize content received from a content provider to form a
first version of multicast content;

a second regional server configured to customize content
received from the content provider to form a second
version of multicast content, the first and second
regional servers configured to provide a second level of
caching for the content received from the content pro-
vider;

afirst caching server coupled to the first regional server, the
first caching server configured to receive and cache the
first version of multicast content from the first regional
server responsive to receiving a first request from an
end-user system for the first version of multicast content
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and provide the first version of multicast content to the
requesting end-user system; and

a second caching server coupled to the second regional

server, the second caching server configured to receive
and cache the second version of multicast content from
the second regional server responsive to receiving a sec-
ond request from a second end-user system for the sec-
ond version of multicast content and provide the second
version of multicast content to the requesting second
end-user system.

16. The system of claim 15, wherein the first regional
server comprises a cluster of highly-available servers.

17. The system of claim 15, wherein the content received
from the content provider comprises video content.

18. The system of claim 15, wherein the multicast content
comprises multimedia content.

19. The system of claim 15, wherein the first version of
multicast content is provided to the end-user system respon-
sive to determining that the end-user system is subscribed to
the first version of multicast content.

20. The system of claim 15, wherein the first version of
multicast content is not cached on the first caching server
prior to receiving the first request from the end-user system.
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